The nonword repetition task (NWR) has been widely used in basic cognitive and clinical research, as well as in clinical assessment, and has been proposed as a clinical marker for Specific Language Impairment (SLI). Yet the mechanisms underlying performance on this task are not clear. This study offers insights into these mechanisms through a comprehensive examination of item-related variables identified in previous research as possibly contributing to NWR scores and through testing the predictive power of each in relation to the others. A unique feature of the study is that all factors are considered simultaneously. Fifty-seven typically developing children were tested with a NWR task containing 150 nonwords differing in length, phonotactic probability, lexical neighbourhood and phonological complexity. The results indicate that phonological processing of novel words draws on sublexical representations at all grain sizes and that these representations are phonological, unstructured and insensitive to morphemehood. We propose a novel index -mean ngram frequency of all phonemes -that best captures the extent to which a nonword draws on sublexical representations. The study demonstrates the primacy of sublexical representations in NWR performance with implications for the nature of the deficit in SLI.
Introduction
The accuracy with which people repeat non-existing, but phonologically possible words, such as kipser, is a remarkably good index of their language-related abilities. Performance in this very simple task, known as nonword repetition test (henceforth NWR), has proved an important predictor of novel word learning in both native and foreign language acquisition, as indexed by correlations of NWR scores with vocabulary size (Baddeley, Gathercole, & Papagno, 1998; Farnia & Geva, 2011; Gathercole & Baddeley, 1989; Gathercole, Hitch, Service, & Martin, 1997; Gathercole & Masoura, 2003; Gathercole, Willis, Emslie, & Baddeley, 1992; Jarrold, Thorn, & Stephens, 2009; Service & Kohonen, 1995) . Clearly, the NWR task emulates the situation in which learners encounter new lexical items for the first time. In both cases, the learner is presented with new verbal material that needs to be perceived, processed and then repeated. Hence, finding the best predictors of NWR might help to identify key factors entailed in word-learning.
NWR task has also proved effective in differentiating children diagnosed with language disorders such as Specific Language Impairment (SLI) from typically developing children (see Estes, Evans, & Else-Quest, 2007 for a metanalysis). SLI is an umbrella term for a group of language impairments that do not result from any general cognitive deficit (Joanisse & Seidenberg, 1998; 2003; Leonard, 2014) . It is characterized by a range of symptoms including problems with grammar (processing of syntactically complex sentences and applying morphological rules; Bortolini, Caselli, & Leonard, 1997), word learning (Morley, Court, Miller, & Garside, 1955; Trauner, Wulfeck, Tallal, & Hesselink, 2000) and phonology (Elliott, Hammer, & Scholl, 1989) . NWR has been considered in many studies as a potential diagnostic tool for SLI (see e.g. Estes et al., 2007; Conti-Ramsden & Botting, 2001; Weismer et al., 2000) and it seems that NWR performance is directly related to the core deficit underlying SLI. Therefore, by illuminating mechanisms underlying performance in the NWR task, we should be able to tap into the nature of SLI itself.
The NWR task was initially used as a test of phonological short-term memory (henceforth pSTM) in studies of vocabulary development (Gathercole & Baddeley 1989 , 1990a , 1990b . The authors of these studies argued that NWR was a purer measure of pSTM than, for instance, the traditionally used digit span, because it does not involve processing of any lexical information (Gathercole & Baddeley, 1990b) . However, very early on the claim that NWR is a test of pSTM was brought into question. It was pointed out that the task might also
